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Abstract It is widely recognised that the history of art reveals the contemporary attitudes of societies and artists to changing patterns of social and sexual behaviour. This collection of artistic creations shows that representations of syphilis in art, over more than five centuries, are consistent with this view.
The first quarter century of the morbus gallicus in Europe, starting in 1493, coincided with the spread of Renaissance influence, including printing. A host of pamphlets with woodcut illustrations reflected public alarm at the epidemic proportions and severity of the new disease, with its disabling and sometimes deadly consequences. Also revealed in these early works are the astrological and theological beliefs of disease causation as well as identifiable and serious attempts at public education. These twinned themes of understanding and educational endeavour recur together throughout the centuries and take many forms as man attempts to outline and influence attitudes and so improve his medicosocial health.
Attitudes to causation changed with experience so that by the beginning of the 17th century the morbus gallicus is no longer a mere contagion but recognised socially and represented artistically, as a morbus venereus. Its clinical presentation had changed remarkably from the alarming early days; and so too had its prevalence-from epidemic to endemic proportions. ' We find that the artists of both the 16th and 17th centuries, while 3 In the common practice of devil mask sculpture the skin is leonised and this with the corneal damage, is compatible with 14th century writings on leprosy. On the other hand, the corneal damage could be the result of weathering or it could be meant to represent a common feature ofcongenital syphilis, that is, interstitial keratitis. The piece is included to emphasise the need to continue the search for pre-Columbian evidence of syphilis in Europe. carved in wood between 1477 Durer's contemporaries had first hand experience of the ravages of the dreaded disease. In one case, "his nose dropped off'; and in another, a doctor friend, "the face had been eaten away by pox, with exception of a bit of beard on the chin".8
The realities and indignities of the disease were to be faced by another great artist some 400 years later. When Paul Gauguin returned to the south seas in 1895, his former mistress refused to care for him because she was frightened by his late syphilitic sores.
Durer is the most celebrated of all German artists.9 From his travels he brought to Nuremberg the real feel and quality of the Italian Renaissance in art. Of all his great skills he was probably at his best in making woodcuts. But it is not only his skill with the knife, the chisel and the gouge which is outstanding. He introduced into the printing of woodcuts, fresh forms, a sense of space and a harmonious balance of light and shade. The latter often meant cutting several blocks and using an over-printing technique previously untried. 8 An example ofDurer's work accompanied a broadsheet issued to the public on 1st day of August 1496. (fig 7) is available in colour and this illustrates some points more dramatically than the black and white specimens.'`The stance of the figure is new to German work and shows how early Durer came under the influence of the Renaissance and utilised its new ideas. The general treatment of the subject, the sparse landscape and such details as the signs of the Zodiac round the dated globe are pure Durer. The astrological origins of the new plague, presented in the text, are thus clearly emphasised. The same dramatic authority depicts the victim of the disease. The lantern-jawed, woebegone figure is undoubtedly a victim of the morbus gallicus, or French disease. Note the palmar syphilides and the lesions of limbs, trunk and face. For some observers the fact that the gaunt figure is dressed in the contemporary French style will underline Durer's artistic command of the subject.
The innovation of printing in Europe had developed to a useful level and coincided with the growing epidemic. No less than ten pieces of illustrated pamphlet literature, varying from the simple and informative to the earnest and educational, appeared in the last five years of the 15th century. These tracts made the new disease a living question of the day and in their informative way contributed to the early Renaissance of science. A few samples repay study.
Grunpeck's tract was accompanied by two woodcut prints by Sebastien Brandt, already famous for his "Ship of Fools". Like Ulsenius's piece, Grunpeck's text is dated 1496. the time, stands ready, with his Knights, to receive a crown. His banner bears the Crusaders' cross and the shield shows the Hapsburg eagle, Maximilian's family crest." Figure 9 accompanied the broadsheet. It shows that four planets, in ascendency, "met" in the sign of the Scorpion-incidentally the sign of the Zodiac concerned with the genitals.
Treating the infected like sinners to be punished The last of the early woodcuts to be included is one by Bartholomew Steber published in 1498 (fig 12) . It has the merit of dealing with treatment by mercury of a couple with morbus gallicus. Mercury was to remain the syphiliticus' salvation for 400 years. Like the last woodcut, and in contrast to the two earlier ones, Steber's piece must have appealed to many of the infected on the grounds of personal identification. Note the physician on the right in his profession-designating pointed cap. He is indulging in the age-old diagnostic pastime of urionoscopy. The second physician declares his ecclesiastical allegiance by wearing a biretta. For fear of absorbing too much mercury, developing gingivitis and becoming edentulous, he is applying the ointment with a spatula. From the look of his sunken jaws I fear his caution comes too late.
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